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Renewed allegations of sweatshop conditions in the export-assembly (maquila) plants prompted
the Honduran government to move swiftly to head off sanctions threatened by the US Congress.
Maquila plants in Central America have frequently been targeted by human rights groups and
organized labor for alleged abuses of workers and systematic violations of national labor codes
(see NotiSur, 09/07/95 and 12/14/95). The maquila sector depends on good relations with the US
Congress because most of its exports go to the US market. The sector also hopes to persuade
Congress to reduce customs duties on imported textile products from the region, which make up the
bulk of Central America's maquila exports.
In July 1995, the National Labor Committee (NLC), a US- based labor rights organization directed by
Charles Kernaghan, sponsored a speaking tour in the US by two workers from apparel-processing
plants in Honduras and El Salvador to call attention to working conditions in the industry. Then,
in May of this year, a new round of accusations began after an investigation revealed massive
violations of US labor laws in a New York factory that manufactures a line of women's clothing
under the name of Kathie Lee Gifford, a US television talk-show host. Kernaghan said that working
conditions in the New York shop were "paradise" compared to those at Global Fashion, which
made clothing under the same brand in the Industrial Processing Zone in Choloma, north of
Tegucigalpa. He accused Gifford of indirectly participating in violations of human and labor rights
in the Honduran factory.
The giant retailer Wal-Mart, which sells the line, reportedly paid Gifford US$7 million per year for
the use of her name. To support the charges, Kernaghan appeared before a US Senate committee
with Wendy Diaz, a 15-year-old Honduran and former maquila employee whose trip to the
US was sponsored by the human rights organization Comite Regional para la Defensa de los
Derechos Humanos (CODEH). In her Senate testimony, Diaz described sweatshop conditions in
the Korean-owned Global Fashion plant. She said the plant employs underage workers as young
as 12 and pays wages as low as US$0.31 per hour. She described various kinds of abuses, including
the sexual harassment of female workers. The new round of accusations against the maquilas
gained international attention, in part, because of the celebrity status of Gifford and her husband,
sportscaster and former professional football player Frank Gifford. Besides her Senate appearance,
Diaz was interviewed on US television. In addition, the expose program "Hard Copy" aired a
segment describing working conditions in the maquilas entitled, "The Horrors in Honduras."
Honduran government officials immediately went on the offensive to counter Diaz's accusations.
At stake is a sector that earned US$900 million last year from exports and employs more than
70,000 workers in some 170 assembly plants (see other article in this edition of EcoCentral on
nontraditional exports in Central America). Government officials minimized the seriousness of
the charges and accused "foreign interests" of plotting to ruin the Honduran economy with false
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 1 of 3

LADB Article Id: 55529
ISSN: 1089-1560

charges. President Carlos Roberto Reina called the accusations "an attack on my country." Economy
Minister Fernando Garcia, Labor Minister Cecilio Zavala, and Foreign Minister Delmer Panting
agreed that the "sinister forces" behind the attack included organized labor in the US and the
NLC. According to the ministers, the motive for the campaign against the Honduran maquila
industry is to force the return of textile-industry jobs to the US. In fact, Zavala claimed that at least
10 companies had already dropped or suspended plans to set up assembly plants in Honduras
because of the notoriety stemming from the Diaz testimony.
All three ministers recognized that "isolated" labor problems exist but fiercely attacked Honduran
labor unions for allying themselves with foreign interests and airing their grievances in a foreign
country. Panting also painted a bleak picture of the future, with Honduran democracy threatened by
a collapse of the maquila industry and thousands of unemployed Hondurans migrating to the US in
search of jobs.
Private-sector leaders, as well, jumped to the defense of the maquilas. The textile chamber, Camara
de Comercio e Industrias de Cortes (CCIC), placed paid advertisements in local newspapers to
defend the sector from "interventionism" by elements in the US and to criticize as "unpatriotic"
the role played by CODEH. Violations of the labor laws in maquila plants are "nonexistent," said
the statement. Jorge Roberto Interiano, head of the maquila association Asociacion Hondurena de
Maquiladores (AHM), accused CODEH and labor leaders of having "seduced" Diaz with money and
other favors to get her to denounce her employer. "It is clear that all of this is financed by people
from US labor unions," he said.
Angered by Interiano's statements, CODEH president Ramon Custodio announced the suspension
of talks that were being held with the AHM on the maquila issue. "For the moment, the talks are
suspended until [maquila] managers clarify their relation with this gentleman who is making
declarations, because I don't know if he has more authority than the managers with whom we are
meeting," Custodio said. Simultaneously, CODEH issued a statement insisting that labor-rights
violations in the plants were well documented.
According to the statement, during the first four months of 1996, CODEH investigated 44 cases
of labor-rights violations in 15 maquila plants. The most common complaints were of unjustified
firings, excessive work hours, and job-related health problems. The statement also criticized
cabinet ministers for not protecting workers. It called the labor and foreign relations ministers
"spokespersons for business," and said that CODEH had numerous proven examples in its files of
the failure of these officials to enforce labor laws in the maquila sector. "Through feigned patriotism,
the government wants CODEH to restrict its right to go to any jurisdiction, national or international,
when there has been official tolerance by government authorities of labor and human rights
violations," said the CODEH statement.
Labor leader Mauro Gonzalez, president of the Federacion de Sindicatos de Trabajadores
Nacionales de Honduras FESITRANH, laid the blame for substandard conditions in the plants
squarely on the labor minister. "He is so afraid of the maquila owners that inspectors are not
permitted access to the plants to bring charges against those responsible for violations," he said. By
early June, the rhetoric began to soften.
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For example, Juan Bendeck president of the business association Consejo Hondureno de la Empresa
Privada (COHEP) distanced his organization from maquiladores that might be in violation of the
labor code and offered to hold talks with labor unions on the issue. He warned that COHEP would
not defend maquila owners who abused workers rights. "I hope that there are no violations and that
all of this is just exaggeration," he said.
Furthermore, despite official claims that labor problems were isolated, the government admitted
that in 1994 and 1995 it had deported three Korean plant managers accused of serious maltreatment
of workers. In a bid to ward off US sanctions, the government also moved to polish its image in
Washington, DC, announcing that it would begin an investigation of the plants and inviting a
delegation from the US Congress to do the same. Honduran Ambassador to the US Roberto Flores
said that his government was "totally committed to protecting workers rights and enforcing labor
laws."
In contrast to earlier government statements insisting that Honduran labor laws were adequate
to protect maquila workers, Flores admitted that there were insufficient resources to enforce the
laws. Indeed, in a report on conditions in the plants in 1995, the US State Department said that the
Labor Ministry had not effectively enforced the laws governing child labor, safety, and health in the
workplace. But after a meeting with AHM members, Santos Ayestes the Labor Ministry's regional
director in the city of San Pedro Sula announced that the plant owners had agreed to an open- door
policy, permitting government inspections at any time. The clothing-manufacturers association
Asociacion Hondurena de Fabricantes de Ropa also reached an agreement with the government to
"promote stronger mechanisms for supervision" of working conditions in the plants.
As talks between labor and management began to replace the strident charges and countercharges,
eight female maquila employees lodged a formal complaint with the AHM and cabinet ministers
against the Honduran-owed plant Industrias Rosba. The women said they had been fired for
attempting to start a union at the plant. Alejandro Rosales, plant manager, later agreed to pay full
compensation to the women but denied they had been punished for union activities. He said they
had been laid off because of "restructuring" and "serious disciplinary problems."
In a similar case, a group of workers fired from the Polson Garment plant in Choloma sued for
back pay. By August, the controversy had died down as talks between the AHM and labor leaders
produced an agreement to keep complaints about working conditions at home. In announcing
the pact, Claudio Villafranca, treasurer of the Federacion Sindical de Trabajadores Nacionales
de Honduras (FESITRANH), said that, hereafter, grievances would be resolved in Honduras and
not abroad "so long as our complaints concerning labor rights are heard and attended to by the
authorities." [Sources: Reuter, 05/29/96, 06/08/96; Agence France-Presse, 06/10/96, 06/20/96; Tiempo
(Honduras), 05/31/96, 06/01/96, 06/03/96, 06/07/96, 06/08/96, 06/10/96, 06/12/96, 06/17/96, 06/28/96,
08/09/96; La Prensa (Honduras), 05/31/96, 06/06/96, 06/07/96, 06/08/96, 06/11/96, 06/13/96, 06/14/96,
06/15/96, 06/18/96, 06/20/96, 08/09/96]
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